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state of furious melancholy; the Protestant reaction
in the Austrian provinces and Hungary ; the alliance
of the Protestant States of the Empire, were circum-
stances which could not but suggest to Henry IV.
that the time had come when a fatal blow might be
struck at the Austro-Spanish power. In the next
year (March 25, 1609) an ev^nt happened certain to
precipitate the struggle for which both sides were
now more or less prepared. John William, Duke of
Cleves, Juliers and Berg, died childless. The Elector
of Brandenburg and the Count Palatine of Neuburg
were the nearest heirs, claiming through the two
eldest sisters of the late Duke. But the Emperor
maintained that the Duchies were male fiefs, which
could only descend in the direct male line, while the
Saxon princes appealed to old instruments, con-
firmed by the Imperial courts, which secured to
them the reversion of the possessions of the House
of Cleves.

The question of the succession to the dominions
of the Duke of Cleves was one of vital importance.
Lying as they did along the lower Rhine and close
to Belgium and Holland, in the hands of a Catholic
like the late Duke, they connected the bishoprics
of Munster, Paderborn and Hildesheim with the
ecclesiastical electorates and the Spanish Nether-
lands thus interrupting the communications of the
Protestants of Central Germany with the Dutch.
That they should pass into the hands of a Protestant
would be a fatal blow to the Catholics of northern
Germany and would threaten the security of the
Spanish Netherlands,